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Self-Description of Society in East Asia:
If It Is Not Society, What Else Could It Be?　
　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　
 Saburo AKAHORI *
Abstract: It is often said that society is a Western concept and that it does not exist 
in the non-Western world. This essay will examine whether such an opinion is valid or 
not through Niklas Luhmann’s theory of society. In his theory, society is redefined as 
the self-description (of society). Based on such a viewpoint, we explore how society has 
been described in East Asia. In the late 19th century, intellectuals in Japan attempted to 
translate the concept of society into various expressions. In the end the word shakai was 
adopted. The Japanese word shakai ( 社会 ) consists of two Chinese characters, and the 
character “sha” ( 社 ) implies the nature and “the sacred”. It is quite different from what 
“society” or “Gesellschaft” indicates. The word shakai as a translation of the word society 
was then imported to China, Korea, and Vietnam. As demonstrated by the adoption of 
the word shakai , we see that in the East, the concept of society contains the nature or 
the integration by “the sacred” in itself. This essay concludes that, society does exist in 
the East as the self-description (of society), and it differs between the West and the East, 
especially East Asia.
Keywords: second-order observation, theory of society, Niklas Luhmann
1. Introduction
Society is a very frequently used word. However, even in sociology, the notion of society 
is unclear. Society is sometimes regarded as a nation state, or a group of human being. In 
addition, with globalization, the image of society becomes more ambiguous. Nonetheless 
the concept of society is crucially important for sociology in a globalizing era because 
there is no other choice but to use it to talk over “societal issues”, such as environmental 
problems, inclusion/ exclusion, individualization, and so on. 
    It has often been said that society does not exist in the non-Western world because the 
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concept of society was born in the West and it reflects the process of modernization, in 
other words, Westernization (Figure 1). However is such a view valid? 
    This essay1) will discuss society itself, by examining how and why the Japanese word 
shakai ( 社会 , 社會 ) was introduced to East Asia (or, to the so-called “Sinosphere”)2) as 
the translation of society, and will explore the alternative (i.e. non-Eurocentric and non-
anthropocentric) way of describing society. 
2. Background: attention to the notion of shakai in Japan
Some sociologists or social scientists in Japan have already been analyzing the usage of 
the word shakai 3). In their arguments, the difference between society (as the Western 
concept) and shakai (in Japanese context) is considered as problematic. 
    Sociologist Yōsuke Kōtō ( 厚 東 洋 輔 ), for example, stated that the ambiguous word 
shakai became a stumbling block in describing society in modern Japan (Kōtō 1991: 40).
Political scientist Takeshi Ishida ( 石田雄 ) argued that, apart from the Western concept 
of society (i.e. civil society, bürgerlich Gesellschaft), the Japanese word shakai has been 
accepted as the excluded and the underdeveloped part of the existing societal structure 
and as the gray residual area that has no defined domain since the end of the 19th 
century (Figure 2). 
    Ishida also pointed out that the section named shakai was considered to be a kind of 
miscellany in the leading opinion magazine at that time (Ishida 1984: 46-47). In this 
connection, news items on accidents or crimes have traditionally been categorized as 
shakai in most Japanese newspapers4). 
Figure 1: Introducing the Concept of Society (conventional View)
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    T h e i r  s t ate m e n t s  c a n  b e 
summarized as follows: 
(1) The word shakai  is not the 
same as society in the context 
of Western civilization (i.e. civil 
society, bürgerlich Gesellschaft). 
(2) Compared with the Western 
idea of society (civil  society, 
bürgerlich Gesellschaft), the idea 
of shakai  is more ambiguous and 
is negatively accepted.
3. Approach: society as self-description
What this essay tries to do is not to question whether the notion of shakai is problematic 
or not. Instead, it is going to assess whether the sociological theory of society should 
follow the Western idea of society or not. For this purpose, this essay makes references 
to the concept of self-description derived from Niklas Luhmann’s theory of society (Ge-
sellschaftstheorie)5). 
    The concept of self-description plays an important role in Luhmann’s sociological 
systems theory. What self-description means is, not that a certain human being writes 
about her/ himself such as autobiography or narrative of self, but that society describes 
itself. In Luhmann’s theory, society (Gesellschaft) is redefined as a communication 
system that labels itself as society and distinguishes itself from its environment 
(Luhmann 1997). 
    According to Luhmann, society consists of communication and all communicative 
events are included in society. Since society is regarded as a system of communication, 
communication about society is also included in society. In other words, society, not 
human beings, communicates about itself. Furthermore, we can say that society is self-
description of society. In order to indicate such a recursive feedback loop between society 
and description of society, this essay uses the term “self-description of society”.
    As is commonly known, the word society has various meaning. Sociologists have no 
privileges to determine exclusively what society is, or what it should be, because there 
are numerous ways of viewing society in society besides sociological ways of viewing. 
Correspondingly, sociologists cannot decide that the idea of society should follow the 
idea of society in Western tradition.
    It is definitely nonsense, at least for sociological theorists, to argue whether real 
Figure 2: shakai  as residual area
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and genuine society exists or not in non-Western world. What is more significant for 
sociological theorists is to describe how society has been observed and described in what 
kind of words or terms because, based on the idea of self-description, a way of describing 
society reflects the character of society as a self-observer or self-producer. 
    Following such a viewpoint, we will see the process how the word shakai was selected 
in the second half of the nineteenth century as the translation of society in Japan and 
the East Asian countries. 
4. Overview: Why was the word shakai selected?
4.1  The emergence of the word shakai as the translation of society
Firstly we will see when and by whom the word shakai was introduced as an option of the 
translation of society. 
    In his paper on the translation of society in Japan, Japanese sociologist Megumi 
Hayashi ( 林恵海 ) reported that shakai, as translation of the word society (i.e. modern 
society), was first applied by the journalist Gen’ichiro Fukuchi ( 福 地 源 一 郎 , 1841-
1906). Fukuchi first used the word shakai  in the newspaper editorial column of Tokyo 
Nichinichi Shimbun, the predecessor of The Mainichi Shimbun, on the 14th of January 
1875 (Hayashi 1966: 83). After that, Amane Nishi ( 西周 , 1829-1897), Rinsho Mitsukuri 
( 箕作麟祥 , 1846-1897) and other leading intellectuals at the time strongly supported 
the use of shakai as translation for the word society (i.e. modern society). 
    The word shakai  was not newly created by Japanese intellectuals or journalists in 
those days, but originates from China. Nishi had already used the word shakai in his 
writings before Fukuchi. Nishi used the word shakai for the first time in Japan, following 
Hayashi’s opinion, in March 1874. Nishi introduced the word from Chinese classics (we 
will see this point again later). According to Hayashi, however, it was not used as the 
translation for society because he had been using other words to express society at that 
time (Hayashi 1966: 82-83).
    After the adoption of the word shakai as the translation of society by Fukuchi, 
Mitsukuri promptly and intensively used this word to express society as a translator 
of the book about politics issued in October 1875. After this, the word shakai  as the 
translation of society spread widely and rapidly in Japan. Then the word shakai has been 
established as the translation word for society since about 1880 (Hayashi 1966).
4.2 Selection process of shakai
However, apart from shakai , there were numerous options of the translation word for 
society or société at that time, especially before the late 1870s (= before the emergence of 
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the word shakai). 
    For example, Yukichi Fukuzawa ( 福 沢 諭 吉 , 1835-1901), who is one of the most 
famous and popular leading intellectuals at the time, had attempted to use the Japanese 
words, seken ( 世間 ), setai  ( 世態 ) , jinmin-kōsai  ( 人民交際 ), ningen-kōsai  ( 人間交際 ) 
for the translation of the word society during 1870s (Hayashi 1966: 75, Yanabu 1982). 
Amane Nishi had also tried to use the word shakō ( 社交 ) before adoption of shakai in 
1875 (Hayashi 1966: 76-77) (Figure 3)6).
    Here we raise a question: How and from what reason shakai drove out others and was 
established as the translation word for society?
     As for the reason why the word shakai was selected, two scholars expressed a different 
view on this issue.
    One the one hand, Akira Yanabu ( 柳父章 ) , who is a Japanese researcher in the areas 
of translation studies and comparative literature, wrote an essay on shakai as translation 
for the word society (Yanabu 1982). In this essay, Yanabu argues that the word shakai 
became popular as the translation word for society, due to it having less connotations 
compared with other options, namely, the Chinese characters, sha ( 社 ) and kai ( 会 ). 
Yanabu beliebes the combination of these two letters had no connection with the 
meaning of society as modern society (Yanabu 1982: 22).
    On the other hand, Megumi Hayashi explained that shakai was selected because it had 
been preferred in the leading universities in Japan, Keio University and the University of 
Tokyo, since about 1877 (Hayashi 1966: 108-109). 
    Both Yanabu and Hayashi mention the Mei-Roku-Sha ( 明 六 社 ), which was an 
association established by Arinori Mori ( 森 有 礼 , 1847-1889), who was a leading 
Figure 3: Selection process of  shakai
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statesman and diplomat at that time, in 1873. The purpose of the Mei-Roku-Sha was to 
promote enlightenment to Japan by introducing the element of Western civilization. 
Yukichi Fukuzawa, Amane Nishi and Rinsho Mitsukuri were founding members of the 
Mei-Roku-Sha and Gen’ichiro Fukuchi also participated in the group later. 
    What Yanabu and Hayashi paid attention to is the fact that the Chinese character sha 
( 社 ) was used in the Mei-Roku-Sha ( 明 六 社 ). According to Yanabu, sha had already 
been interpreted as the word which indicates a group of people having a common 
purpose or interest at that time and, by the splendid activity of the Mei-Roku-Sha, the 
Chinese character sha ( 社 ) became fashionable and gained huge popularity (Yanabu 
1982: 14-15). However, Hayashi’s opinion is much deeper than Yanabu’s. In the following 
we will see the details.
4.3 The reason why shakai was selected
My question is, why was shakai was selected as the translation for society, despite it not 
having the literal meaning of society. It may possibly be because the word shakai reflects 
the East Asian view of society, based on the Confucian tradition. 
    As we have seen above, the word shakai ( 社会 , 社會 ) was not newly invented at the 
time. It derives from early Chinese writing, primarily from the Confucian tradition. 
We can find the word shakai in Jin-si-lu (『 近 思 録 』), the introductory textbook of 
Zhu-zi-xue ( 朱 子 学 ), also known as Dao-xue ( 道 学 )7), 14 volumes, written in 12th 
century China. The original meaning of shakai  is quite different from society in the 
modern Western context. Originally shakai meant a small community that consisted of 
approximately 50 people, and furthermore, the word was scarcely used even in China 
(Kōtō 1991: 30). 
    Then we look into the literal meaning of the two Chinese characters of shakai ( 社
會 ). The letter sha ( 社 ) 
consists of  two par ts , 
the left-hand side radical 
( 示 )  means holiness 
or ritual things and the 
right-hand side radical 
( 土 ) means soil or land. 
The combination of the 
two radicals ( 社 ) means 
shr ine.  T he letter  kai  
( 會 ) means meeting or 
Figure 4: literal meaning of shakai
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to meet together. Therefore, shakai ( 社會 ) literally means the holy place to worship the 
productive power of nature. The letter sha ( 社 ) implies “the sacred” and nature in itself 
(Figure 4). It is more than what the word society literally means. This fact may remind us 
of the sociological literature of Emile Durkheim, especially Les formes élémentaires de la 
vie religieuse. However the adoption of shakai as the translation word for society is much 
earlier than the academic activity of Durkheim.
    Megumi Hayashi puts stress on the connotation of the word shakai to explore the 
reason why the term shakai was selected. According to Hayashi, it is because that the 
word shakai  was, for the translators at the time, especially for both Rinsho Mitsukuri 
and Amane Nishi, what Hayashi calls an “ideographic symbol” to express the essentials of 
society (Hayashi 1996: 88). 
    Then, what were the essentials of society for them?
    Amane Nishi had been in the Netherlands from 1862 to 1865 as a student sent by 
the Tokugawa Shogunate, and had studied natural law, public law, national law, national 
economics and statistics in Leiden University, under the instruction of Simon Vissering 
(Hayashi 1966: 71). According to Hayashi, Nishi had also looked into the thought of 
Auguste Comte and his writings there (Hayashi 1966: 73).
     After returning to Japan, Nishi opened a private school called Iku-Ei-Sha ( 育英舎 ) in 
1870 and gave a series of lectures there to enlighten young people. In his lecture there, 
Nishi had interpreted the modern concept of society as a constructed unity based on 
the division of labor and had explained society as “the way to support each other” ( 「相
生養之道」: ai-seiyou-no-michi)8). It is written in a transcript of his lectures, Hyakuga-
ku-Renkan (『百学連環』: It is the translation of Encyclopedia) (Hayashi 1966: 72-73). 
Since the letter sha ( 社 ) was an “ideographic symbol” for Nishi, he tried to translate 
society by using the word shakō ( 社交 ). However, shakō ( 社交 ) or kōsai( 交際 ) only 
reflects another meaning of society, that is, the relation between human beings. In the 
meantime, Gen’ichro Fukuchi used shakai ( 社会 ) as the translation word of society (i.e. 
modern society) in 1875, then Rinsho Mitsukuri, taking the connotation of the Chinese 
letter sha ( 社 ) into account, started to use shakai ( 社会 ) (Hayashi 1966: 88-89). Then 
shakai drove out other options of translation.
5. Self-description of society in East Asia
5.1 Understanding "multiple modernities"
The fact that shakai was chosen over any of the other options such as seken( 世間 ), setai 
( 世 態 ) and so on, seems to indicate the way in which modern society is observed and 
described in Japan, and furthermore, in East Asia. 
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    In the context of globalization, it is important to study comparatively between what is 
observed and described by the word society and what is observed and described by the 
word shakai. 
    As we have seen above, the Chinese letter sha  ( 社 ) implies the concept of the 
integration by “the sacred”. Therefore we can say safely assume that, in East Asia, the 
concept of shakai is more normatively accepted compared with the Western concept of 
society.
    From the viewpoint of Niklas Luhmann’s sociological systems theory, we can see 
society as a communication system that contains various self-descriptions (Figure 5). 
For each internal observer, society is viewed as a single entity. However, if we take 
the viewpoint of the second-order observation, we can see there are various different 
observers inside society as a whole (that is what Luhmann called “world society” or Welt-
gesellschaft), which can be thought of as being more complex. Based on this point of 
view, we can see that society is conceived in different ways by each observer including 
the concept of society itself. As we can see, the understanding of modern society 
changes from modernization (Westernization) to “typology of modernities” or “multiple 
modernities” and can be an alternative for Eurocentric and anthropocentric idea of 
society. 
Figure 5: modern society is differently understood and 
described by various observers
“
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    By using the self-description concept, we can see how the borderline is drawn between 
society and non-society (= environment). From this viewpoint, we will be able to 
reconsider the concept of society appropriate for the modern era (or moreover, for the 
“multiple” modern era). 
5.2 Are there any advantages?
Are there any advantages of non-Western social theory, strictly speaking, East Asian 
theory of society or East Asian societal theory (that means what Luhmann called Ge-
sellschaftstheorie)? and what would be the advantages of it? 
    As for the former question, of course the answer is yes. As for the latter, it can be 
summarized in two points: 
(1) The concept of shakai implies the Confucian tradition. From the Western point of 
view it is probably negatively accepted. However, sociologically speaking, it can also be 
a clue to look for alternatives to the concepts of integration, solidarity, or inclusion/
exclusion. 
(2) As we have seen in chapter 4, at least in the starting point, shakai does not draw the 
distinction between nature and itself. Nature and shakai are linked to each other. It may 
be an alternative to the anthropocentric concept of society. In other words, the original 
concept of shakai  seems to be a hint to rethink the relationship between nature and 
society.
6. Conclusions
As we have seen above, the concept of society and the concept of shakai are not identical. 
The same can be said for the other words that indicate “society” in various different 
languages. 
    In Japan, the word shakai ( 社会 ) was preferred as the translation for society during 
the 1870s and 1880s not because it reflects the literal meaning of society (as the Western 
concept) but it implies the connotation of the concept of society, that is, the idea of 
integration through the distinction between sacred and profane (and possibly due to the 
influence of Zhu-zi-xue, as Amane Nishi had explained society as “the way to support 
each other” (ai-seiyou-no-michi:  「 相 生 養 之 道 」), however such implication has been 
lost after adoption). 
    This fact does not mean that East Asia (or strictly speaking, the “Sinosphere” world) 
does not have the concept of society. The concept of society can be understood otherwise, 
in other words, there can be the other types of self-description of society. It tells us that 
it is surely possible to understand modern society in various distinctive ways and also to 
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build non-Western theories of society (Gesellschaftstheorie). Moreover, it could be useful 
both for sociology and for society itself.
Notes
1) This article is based on the paper presented and distributed at ISA (International Sociological 
Association) the 17th World Congress of Sociology in Gothenburg, Sweden, Research Committee 
16: Sociological Theory, Session 15: Non-Western Challenges to Western Social Theory I, Friday 
16 July 2010, at the University of Gothenburg.
2)  The Japanese word shakai as the translation of society was then imported to China (shehui), 
Korea (sahoe), and Vietnam (xã hoi). Vietnam is usually included to “Sinosphere”, however it is 
classified not as an East Asian country but as a South East Asian country.
3)  In recent years, several sociologists have issued writings on the notion of society itself in various 
ways. For example, Yasutaka Ichinokawa ( 市野川容孝 ) published a book entitled Shakai which 
deals with the concept of “the social” (Ichinokawa 2004), Teruhito Sako ( 左古輝人 ) wrote some 
articles on the usage of shakai (Sako 2007, 2008), and Naoe Kimura（木村直恵）pursued the 
history of introducing the concept of society in Japan (Kimura 2007, 2009). Then Shoichiro 
Takezawa ( 竹 沢 尚 一 郎 ) issued a book entitled “What is Society?” which discusses about the 
emergence of the concept of société in France (Takezawa 2010). In addition, a book named The 
Birth of “Society” written by Kazuhiro Kikutani ( 菊 谷 和 宏 ) was published in 2011 (Kikutani 
2011). Furthermore, Niklas Luhmann’s Die Gesellschaft der Gesellschaft , two volumes on the 
theory of society, was translated into Japanese (Luhmann 1997=2009). In this way the concept of 
society has been gaining greater attention in Japan.
4)  It is same in Chinese and Korean newspapers.
5) Self-description (Selbstbeschreibung)  is also the title of the last chapter of Niklas Luhmann’s 
magnum opus, Die Gesellschaft der Gesellschaft (Luhmann 1997).
6) Seken ( 世間 ) ＝ human relations among the people, (jinmin-)kōsai ([ 人民 ] 交際 ) ＝ (people’s) 
communication or relationship, setai  ( 世 態 ) ＝ conditions of the world, shakō ( 社 交 ) ＝
relation to other people.
7) Zhu-zi-xue ( 朱子学 ), or Dao-xue ( 道学 ), is the new school of Confucianism which appeared in 
the 12th century. In Japan, Zhu-zi-xue had been a school of learning advocated by the Tokugawa 
shogunate since the 17th century. The intellectuals in the late 19th century Japan, such as Amane 
Nishi and Rinsho Mitsukuri, often began their academic career from the tradition of Zhu-zi-xue.
8) Adding that, in the translation of John Stuart Mill’s Utilitarianism which had published in 1877, 
Nishi had explained society as “a unity where people support each other” (「人々相養之一体」).
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